Abstract. James Adams begins this interview with a brief review of his early years and education, especially at UCLA, followed by the story of his time in the United States Army. He stayed in Europe after his service came to an end and studied at the London School of Economics for a Master's degree in International Studies. When he returned to the United States, he accepted a position at North American Aviation learning to program the IBM 705. Later he worked for the State of Oregon where he designed model programs for digitizing records of various kinds from IBM punched card systems to a Honeywell 800.The DPMA sought him out to become Director of Education. He decided also to obtain an MBA at the University of Chicago.
One Disk
NORBERG: Yesterday, Jim, in our informal talk, you were telling me about your experience in California. Were you raised there? ADAMS: Yes, I was born and raised in Los Angeles, graduated from U.C.L.A in June, 1953 , and was drafted into the army later that year.
NORBERG: What led you to go to U.C.L.A? ADAMS: I can't remember a time when I wasn't a U.C.L.A. fan. I'm sure it was prekindergarten. And what better place could I get a quality education for $45.00 a semester? That was for a full load. Stanford, USC and any of the private colleges in California charged several times that figure for tuition alone. And U.C.L.A. was gaining a reputation as a first class research institution with a distinguished faculty.
NORBERG: What did you study at U.C.L.A? ADAMS: I majored in English and speech with a smattering of courses in the liberal arts, political science and mathematics. Mostly, I enjoyed the debate tournaments.
NORBERG: What did you do while you were in the army? ADAMS: You're going to love this! My primary job was managing an Army NCO Club at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. Anything to stay out of Korea! Two of my friends died there one day before the armistice.
NORBERG: That's a shame, isn't, it. And you were there two years? ADAMS: It was more like eighteen months that I fought the battle of Fort Leonard Wood and did whatever was necessary to stay out of Korea. I married my wife, Beverly, in April of 1954. I took an early discharge to enroll in the masters program in international studies at the London School of Economics. Daughter Susan was born in March 1956, delivered courtesy of England's National Health. Our travel plans changed at this point and we decided to see as much as possible while we were there. We had purchased a VW beetle at the factory in Wolfsburg, Germany, and with the baby in the back seat we drove all over Europe for the next six months. We brought the car back with us when we returned to the U. S. and drove it from the East Coast to Los Angeles, arriving in L.A. desperately in need of employment. A friend suggested I apply for a job with North American Aviation (now Rockwell International), which was training college grads to program the new IBM 705 computer. That is where I wrote my first line of code. I knew nothing about computers; "software" was a new word to me but with very little training I became a member of a newly created corporate systems department.
NORBERG: The IBM 705. Were you programming this in FORTRAN or in COBOL? for middle management, called "Executive Seminars." NORBERG: How did you come to ACM? ADAMS: The ACM Professional Development Committee saw the need for a program of leading-edge seminars on various computer topics. In the summer of 1966 I was contacted by some highly respected west coast computer consultants (i.e. Bob Patrick, Frank Wagner) and received an invitation from the ACM Executive Director, to attend a meeting of the ACM Council to discuss my joining their staff in New York. I met with the ACM President, Tony Oettinger and Sam Matsa, Chairman of the ACM Professional Development Committee, and discussed with them the business plan that ACM was preparing for a series of seminars on advanced computer topics. Instructors would be drawn from a pool of prominent computer experts provided by the ACM Special Interest Groups (SIGs). I would be responsible for managing the entire program including budget preparation, selection of topics, instructors, etc., and serve as liaison to the Professional Development Committee. For me the cherry on the cake was the move out of the snowy Midwest to mid-Manhattan. At first I turned down the job and on returning to Chicago I could think of a hundred reasons why this was an inopportune time to relocate my family. And yet this is a job I could only dream of-an opportunity to manage my own business in New York City without financial risk. I discussed the pros and cons with the ACM Executive Director, Don Madden, and the next night I received a telephone call from Tony Oettinger. He said, "I hear that you may not be interested in the job. Take it for a couple of years, what have you got to lose?" I may be a pushover for Harvard professors, but Tony was making me an offer I couldn't refuse.
NORBERG: Let's take the staff first. What was the cast of characters at ACM? ADAMS: Oh, interesting characters. I arrived at ACM headquarters in January of 1967. The ACM Executive Committee was still in the process of gathering an office staff. Don Madden was appointed Executive Director in 1964. Don came to ACM from System Development Corporation in Santa Monica where at one time he had as many as 1500 programmers and system analysts reporting to him. Don is a research-oriented person who is genuinely interested in his staff. He's reliable, resourceful and proved to be helpful. Irene Hollister, who held the title of Executive Secretary, was the de facto office manager and the first full-time person hired by the ACM Executive Committee. Beautifully groomed, she is a model of refinement who reflects the professional image of ACM. Myrtle Kellington, Director of Publications, was the ACM liaison to Waverly Press, our printers in Baltimore. She has a solid background in mathematics and computer science and is a firstclass editor. She also provided staff support to the volunteer editors of the quarterly The Journal of the ACM and the monthly Communications. So I fell in love with the ACM. It seemed to me that there was substantial output from a spartan organization. The Directors were self-motivated and required little supervision from the volunteer leadership.
NORBERG: Why did you fall in love with it? It's a peculiar way to characterize your feelings about an organization. ADAMS: I worked with the Special Interest Groups to identify the technical areas and develop a series of traveling seminars-half-day, one-day and two-day courses that would be marketable. My intention was to share any surplus from this program with the SIGs and the local chapters in exchange for their marketing support.
NORBERG: Can we turn to the volunteers at the time. You mentioned two: Oettinger and Sammet.
ADAMS: Council and the SIG Board during the decade, 1968-78, were fortunate to have the services of Peter Denning and David Brandin, who worked together to frame Bylaw VII and to document the blueprint for establishing and maintaining ACM Special Interest Groups. They also threw their energies into doing some of the seminar teaching. They were two eager guys, about the same age (in their thirties), and interested in furthering ACM. 1968 was a banner year for ACM and the computer industry. Start-up companies were flourishing, attendance at computer conferences was at an all-time high and seminar instructors were encouraged by their companies to donate time to ACM. As a major shareholder, ACM also benefited financially from the AFIPS sponsored National Computer Conference.
NORBERG: Who else was among this set of volunteers? ADAMS: I gave you David Brandin, Peter Denning and Jean Sammet.
NORBERG: Grosch? ADAMS: Yes. Herbert R. J. Grosch followed Jean Sammet as president of ACM after serving as vice-president under Jean. Candidates for these offices do not run on a ticket so there is no obligation for the vice-president to accept assignments from the president, a situation which created some tense moments in Executive Committee meetings. Whenever asked, Jean was fond of telling the world that she didn't have a vice-president. To paraphrase Thomas Hardy's description of Eustacia Vye in The Return of the Native: Herb Grosch was the raw material of anarchy. At Council meetings he did well with but a little preparation. I met Herb on the boardwalk in Atlantic City one early morning of the 1967 Spring Joint Computer Conference and told him the story of my ex-boss at the DPMA who explained to me how he was able to maintain a firm relationship with the leaders in his organization. . NORBERG: It's my understanding that when Jean Sammet was president, '74 to '76, there were some financial problems associated with the SIGs: they had money and they weren't interested in giving it up.
ADAMS: That's right.
NORBERG: How was that argued, do you remember? ADAMS: The SIGs' outside bank accounts and the recovery of the SIGs' portion of the ACM overhead had been major issues of the ACM for some time. The point was that some of the SIGs were holding surplus funds from their conferences and by law an officer of the Association was required to have signature authority over these funds. SIGGRAPH, which had become the world's largest conference on computer graphics, was a thorn in the paw of some of the lions on Council. Another issue that was debated heatedly in Council was a proposal by the Executive Committee to move the ACM headquarters to Washington, D. C. Jean Sammet and the ACM Treasurer Aaron Finerman worked out a formula to recover the SIGs' portion of the ACM overhead and brought it to Council, but I was not involved with these negotiations.
NORBERG: I see. I'm surprised to hear you say that. I was just assuming that you would have been a party to a number of these at least as a listener, not necessarily as an actor. But I saw letters from Jean Sammet that boiled off the page.
ADAMS: She has a way of doing that. Jean is so bright and has such a precise vocabulary (she won't settle for a weak verb if she can find a strong one), and had worked very hard with Lee Revens and later with Bernie Rous to continue the publication of Computing Reviews. By 1975 Computing Reviews was losing money and every program that Council considered was tied to a price tag. If your proposal didn't have reasonable cost estimates your program wouldn't be considered. It seems that everybody at ACM had their own pet project, some kind of activity they really admired and wanted to keep going at any cost. I believe Jean felt that way about Computing Reviews.
NORBERG: When did Don Madden leave? When did he give up the directorship? ADAMS: He left in '69 or '70, to return to California, and was replaced by Gordon Smith. About that time I accepted an offer from the American Bankers Association to represent them in New York City.
NORBERG: How did your job at the ABA come about?
ADAMS: I was chairman of the New York City Chapter of ACM; it might have been because of that. ABA offered me a job as Director of Automation Education, which was to organize a seminar program for banking operations. Unknown to me ABA decided to consolidate its staff in Washington, DC, just after I went to work for them. They wanted to be near the policy makers and have as many of their people as possible close at hand because their primary mission was influencing legislation. I could have gone to Washington with them, but I preferred to stay in New York. I didn't know Gordon Smith, but I knew of his reputation as one of the most successful computer salesmen in the U.S. Trained by IBM, he had been Eastern Regional Manager for IBM when he was only twenty-five and had left to head-up marketing for Univac in Europe. One of the officers at ABA, whose opinion I respected, told me that he would be honored to carry Gordon's bags. High praise, indeed! When I met Gordon I was reminded of when Winston Churchill was introduced to Franklin D. Roosevelt, he said it was like uncorking his first bottle of champagne. I returned to ACM in early 1971.
NORBERG: When you came back to ACM, how was your position different from what it had been the first time?
ADAMS: It was larger in scope. I had a new title, Director of Operations. There was a whole conference area that needed attention and it was from Gordon Smith that I received my first long-term assignment, a project all my own. Gordon had a number of interesting projects in mind, usually of a PR nature. At least once a week he would call me into his office to discuss an idea for a marketing program. When Gordon resigned in 1973, Joe Cunningham took over as ACM Executive Director. Joe had worked for the Department of Defense in Washington D. C. The Government had frozen wages at the top levels, so those people were unable to advance their careers and left government jobs to work in the private sector. Jean Sammet convinced Council that Joe should be hired. So, I had a new boss, Joe Cunningham, who had very strong opinions and was very logical and direct. He was at ACM for about two and a half years, and in 1975 resigned to move to Florida.
Sidney Weinstein succeeded Joe in August of 1975 and stayed on for more than ten years. Sidney had also come from Washington D. C., where he was employed by the General Services Administration.
NORBERG: What kind of person was Weinstein?
ADAMS: Sidney could be a delight. He had spent his entire career with the U.S. Civil Service before coming to ACM. I found him to be personable and generous. I learned from him how to evaluate proposals. He had been doing this for years, knew about budgets and how to calculate them. He could write a law on almost anything. You knew that if he reviewed your proposal and said it was okay, it would be okay.
NORBERG: How did he get along with the volunteers? ADAMS: Very well. He had a winning smile, which made people readily accept him. As an administrator he was a very good one. He and I were good friends, and still are.
NORBERG: Can you remember the situation about computerization? We talked a while back on still working on punched cards. When did machinery come in that was effective?
ADAMS: When I went to work for ACM the first time, we already had punch card equipment, which was used for accounting applications. Later on we got rid of the punch card system and installed our first electronic computer.
NORBERG: Let's go back to Sidney Weinstein. You mentioned that he got along with everybody.
ADAMS: Sidney was the heart of affability. He was conservative by nature and had the perfect traits of a career diplomat. He was perfectly trained to maintain the status quo and not rock the boat. After ten years as Executive Director for ACM he had begun to hint that he may not want to stay longer. His retirement became an issue at a Council meeting and Sidney was dismissed from the room while they discussed his tenure in Executive Session. ADAMS: In the early years it was Sidney in charge and the Executive Committee seemed to have a hand's off policy. Because of a lack of funds there was no room for innovative programs and therefore expectations were not high. Dave Brandin was President at the time of Sidney's departure and was chairman of the committee in charge of finding his successor. I don't know how they found Hespos. Dick has a bachelor's from Princeton, a master's from Harvard and a doctorate from Columbia. He was a strange anomaly to me. He is a very personable guy, laughs easily and people enjoy him. He was a natural successor for Sidney in a lot of ways because he was a continuation of that friendly, open kind of attitude. But the only problem I ever had with any Executive Director was with Dick Hespos. I found that he had a different evaluative process from my own and I was unable to make him understand my way of evaluating performance. He said "I've got five directors that report to me and I evaluate them. There's a first and fifth, a second and a third, and a fourth in every case." It didn't seem fair because we went through a terribly selective process to hire the Director of Publication, Director of Finance, Director of Membership, the SIG Liaison, and so forth. I said, "All these people are top-notch people." He said, "Yes but some are better than others." NORBERG: Can I characterize that by saying he was comparing apples and oranges? ADAMS: Yes, absolutely. He admitted mine was a special case. Why was I a special case? Was I having fun with the volunteers? I don't think so; it must be more than that. What I had was a very deep respect of the organization. Dick Hespos left ACM because he was unhappy. Gordon Smith was also unhappy when he left. But I really thought these people would have loved the organization. I loved the job; I loved the people I worked with. They took first place. It was a wonderful experience and I wouldn't have changed it. ADAMS: Really? In retrospect it didn't seem that long. But he wasn't alone in not handing out assignments-Sidney didn't give me any, either. The last person to give me an assignment was Joe Cunningham, and that was in1973.
NORBERG: Remind me what that task was.
ADAMS: Joe came to me one day and said he wanted my advice on temporary type walls for the office. The office was laid out with all open space. He wanted to create some closed space so people would have a place to sit down and be more private. I told him I didn't know anything about office space. He said, "You may not, but I want you to learn about it and do it." So, I did. Joe DeBlasi was the first one after Cunningham to really use me. I liked my job; I had a good time; I did exactly what I wanted to do. I set my own priorities and nobody ever criticized that.
NORBERG: It strikes me that a head of an organization, whether he's running the place or not, needs to know what the other people under him are doing in order to make the operation function in a very good and tight fashion. Were there written job descriptions at the time for you and others?
ADAMS: Yes there were, but I don't know if it was then or later as to when they were written. By the time I retired, all the headquarters staff officers had job descriptions. ADAMS: Joe had been trained by IBM and spent many years there. He has a scientific computational background (he majored in physics at Virginia Tech). He was personable and I have the deepest admiration for Joe, and I'll tell you why. He involved me in assignments and projects that would not take just a week or so; I might spend three or four months on something. I can't really think of anything negative to say about him.
NORBERG: Seems to me that you did acquire other responsibilities over the course of these twenty years from '67 to '87. Were your job titles representative of what you were doing in the Association?
ADAMS: I think they were. The nice thing about it was that you could stretch these titles because they were rather broad in some cases. If your title is Director of Education, and ACM is an educational society as well as scientific, then the leeway you have is enormous. ADAMS: When I found out that we didn't have trademarks on the titles of our conferences, I went back to the files and submitted trademark applications for all of our conferences that had not been marked. That was an important function, but it was pedestrian because all I was doing was using a standard format to establish a trademark. I don't recall ACM ever having a dispute with anyone about trademark violations. I think I gave that up before I left and somebody else took it over. ADAMS: Yes, that was the most important of the Boards, especially in the '80s and '90s because every meeting, somebody was proposing some new publication. The Transactions had been growing and the same thing was true in all areas because ACM is entrenched in the research part of the organizational scheme.
NORBERG: There's a SIG Board and a Chapters' Board.
ADAMS: The Chapters Board occupied a unique position because there is no central control over them and they have no specific reporting requirements.
NORBERG: The External Activities Board-I haven't been able to find any description of them.
ADAMS: That's because they're external activities, by definition. The board was pulled together from a number of committees that have no relation to each other. That's the problem. They may report directly to the president or to the Executive Committee, but they don't seem to go sideways. ADAMS: We never met with them formally. We may have accidentally run into them at a conference, but we never had a chance to sit down and discuss any problems. ADAMS: Paul is a sweetheart. I worked with him in the early days of the professional development seminars and encouraged him to teach a seminar for ACM on the LISP programming language. NORBERG: Did you do any surveys of the members in terms of their interests? ADAMS: Yes. There are four ex-Council Members that are very close to me personally, one being Tom D'Auria, who now broadcasts a computer technology show on the radio Sunday mornings. The five of us (D'Auria, Dave Brandin, John Tartar, Jon Meads and I) concocted a party called SIGBOOZE, which we hosted at every major conference for more than twenty years. It was a place where people could get together on a purely social basis and provided a venue for informal discussion. SIG activities generally begin with a conference and continue with the published proceedings that come out of conferences.
NORBERG: One of the other tasks that you had in your office at the Association seems to be related to public relations. What did that entail? ADAMS: It could be hosting a celebrity, or arranging for a program or an activity that may be discussed; for instance, the PBS/BBC project "The Machine that Changed the World." The SIGs had the funds; ACM didn't, so the staff convinced the SIGs to finance the project. It was one of the more successful programs suggested by the staff.
NORBERG: In the '89 proposal submitted to the Council for changing the way in which strategic planning was looked upon there was an activity in there, which, if my memory is correct, was attributed to you. This was an evaluation of all the surveys done by ACM up to that time. Do you recall actually making the evaluation? ADAMS: No. In fact I recall I didn't make an evaluation. There were six or so different surveys they must have been looking at. One of them was the general survey of every member, and had a series of questions that related to job titles, age and so forth. I was only involved in the one that told us where ACM members were working, how they worked, etc. NORBERG: Do you recall when that was done? ADAMS: The exact year escapes me, maybe 1980.
NORBERG: There was one in that year, certainly. You threw a little comment in there about the film that was developed by WGBH about computer development. I understand that you didn't see much hope for doing that at the beginning. It required too much money. ADAMS: Yes, I was wrong. My first reaction was this is too big; they'll never go for it. We asked the SIGs to participate by sending in a donation with their dues to be earmarked for the film. Also, we had a lot of help from the WGBH people.
NORBERG: Did you have any interaction with them? ADAMS: Yes, I was a liaison. Joe DeBlasi and I worked together on that one.
NORBERG: This was after Kocher had done his share? two or three years before. It turned out chess was more popular than I imagined. There were some world class chess players running this tournament (i.e. Ben Mittman, Monty Newborn). Plus, some other experts had gathered who developed machines to play each other. When I heard about this, I got very excited and came over to them and offered my services. It worked out wonderfully. It was successful because people came in, sat down and could learn about the chess moves and so forth. Our host, who narrated the moves, was a master chess player. The person doing the commentary is somewhat like the guy calling the Tour de France, in that in order to do commentary you have to understand what the strategies are for winning.
NORBERG: It is. Baseball statistics are that way, too.
ADAMS: Yes, but in baseball I can understand what happens if that player does this or does that. I played chess as a kid but was not an especially good player.
NORBERG: How about the programming contest?
ADAMS: The chess tournament by comparison to the programming contest is duck soup. Recently Bill Poucher (?) told me he had over 1,000 teams, (three to a team on average) throughout the world entering the scholastic programming contest. Poucher is the key ingredient; he makes the programming contest work.
NORBERG: Are they graduate or undergraduate students, or both? ADAMS: They can be either. The Russian teams that came in, started from nothing and after two years developed a team approach to problem solving. The professors out doing this work for ACM are amazing. It's really a selfless act on their part.
NORBERG: But to put on a competition like that every year, just the development of the problems to be addressed, they have to be something reasonable but also difficult. ADAMS: When they write their problems, they have to be tested. Their own instructors are required to solve the problems and determine the difficulty plus the time required to complete the program.
NORBERG: I don't know whether these things are well known out in the world. ADAMS: They're not. I think it's miraculous, that these kids coming out of graduate and undergraduate colleges and universities can do this kind of work. NORBERG: It is remarkable all right. Jim, are there any more topics that I have not introduced that you would like to comment on? ADAMS: One of the important projects that Joe DeBlasi assigned to me was a slide presentation on ACM.
NORBERG: In what sense was it important?
